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Understanding entrepreneurial opportunities through metaphors: A 
narrative approach to theorising family entrepreneurship 
 
The concept of opportunity is central to entrepreneurship theory. This article 
contributes to theorising family entrepreneurship across generations by examining 
how entrepreneurial opportunities are constructed, communicated, and acted upon at 
the intersection between family and business. Drawing on the experiences of four 
families in different business sectors in Honduras, the study adopts a narrative 
perspective and argues that metaphors of entrepreneurial opportunity can enrich our 
understanding of family entrepreneurship. Findings also suggest that metaphors play 
a role in developing entrepreneurial legacy. This study of metaphors of opportunity, 
and how they might entail entrepreneurial legacy, opens up new avenues for theorising 
intergenerational family entrepreneurship. In examining the metaphors referring to 
entrepreneurial practices developed and repeated in the family, this study contributes 
to understanding family entrepreneurship as a social and discursive process where 
meanings and values are communicated and maintained in everyday interactions.   
 




This study responds to calls to advance the field of family entrepreneurship by extending 
knowledge on the intersection where entrepreneurship and family meet (Randerson et al. 
2015a, 144). A significant process for an entrepreneurial family is the creation of new 
opportunities. In constructing an entrepreneurial opportunity (Anderson 2000; Randerson, 
Degeorge, and Fayolle 2015b), family members often face unfamiliar and uncharted territories, 
thus making sense of their journey through narratives embedded in family discourse (Hamilton 
2013). However, we know little about how such narratives are constructed or used in family 
3	
	
entrepreneurship. As such, this study explores how metaphors provide a medium for a shared 
understanding of opportunities, and how this influences family entrepreneurship. 
A metaphor is the use of a familiar image to illuminate an unfamiliar idea or institution 
(Clarke, Holt, and Blundel 2014; Cornelissen 2005). As a linguistic and cognitive device, it 
bridges diverse elements or domains by framing the unfamiliar in terms of the familiar to make 
its understanding easier (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). Whilst metaphors are increasingly 
recognised as important in entrepreneurship research (Dodd, Jack, and Anderson 2013; 
Gaddefors 2007; Dodd 2002), little is known about how entrepreneurial families use metaphors 
to understand and construct entrepreneurial opportunities and enact family entrepreneurship 
(Larty and Hamilton 2011; Hamilton 2013; Hamilton, Discua Cruz, and Jack 2017).  
In this study, we focus on metaphors that entrepreneurial families use when they talk about 
entrepreneurial opportunities. We offer a qualitative longitudinal study that adopts a narrative 
approach to understand the way entrepreneurial families turn shared experiences into 
metaphors to shape how they interpret opportunities over time (Hamilton et al. 2017). We also 
draw on social systems theory as a way to build appreciation of communicative processes for 
family entrepreneurship (von Schlippe and Frank 2013).  
This study contributes to the field of family entrepreneurship by analysing the role of family 
discourse in constructing and developing entrepreneurial opportunities, thereby addressing 
important questions at the micro-level of the intersection between family and entrepreneurship 
(Randerson et al. 2015a). Further, it shows how entrepreneurial opportunities are constructed 
through metaphors, and how the family and entrepreneurship domain intersect in the creation 
of opportunities and the development of family entrepreneurship. Considering opportunity in 
terms of family entrepreneurship and how this entails the continuous development of 
opportunities within and across generations, the study demonstrates that family 
entrepreneurship narratives rely on old, well-worn metaphors, sustained through generations 
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Family entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial opportunities 
Family entrepreneurship is dependent upon entrepreneurship, family, and the family business 
(Randerson et al. 2015a). Central to family entrepreneurship is the core concept of 
entrepreneurial opportunity (McMullen 2007; Randerson et al. 2015b). It has been argued that 
opportunities emerge as an outcome of a process, and are in constant development by 
entrepreneurs. This is a view of entrepreneurial opportunities as a socially constructed process, 
influenced by the way entrepreneurs make sense of the information around them (Fletcher 
2007; Korsgaard 2011), where various factors interact and are constantly modelled by the 
entrepreneur (Randerson et al. 2015b). Entrepreneurship is characterised as complex, with high 
levels of uncertainty and unfamiliarity, and the way opportunities are conceptualised is a key 
influence in the entrepreneurial process (Roscoe, Discua Cruz, and Howorth 2013; Randerson 
et al. 2015b).  
The importance of family for family entrepreneurship is unequivocal (Randerson et al. 
2016). Randerson, Dossena, and Fayolle (2016, 37) highlight that while families can take a 
variety of forms, family remains a ‘mainframe’ in which entrepreneurial knowledge can be 
fostered and entrepreneurial dispositions nurtured. The family plays a pivotal role in both the 
structural (e.g. births, marriages, deaths, conflict, and succession) and transactional 
dimensions, i.e. the way a business influences an individual mindset about entrepreneurship 
(Frank et al. 2010). While the structural view focuses on a traditional portrayal, binding a 
family group around legal or normative aspects, the transactional view asks researchers to 
consider family as ‘a group of intimates who generated a sense of home and group identity and 
who experience a shared history and a shared future’ (Koerner and Fitzpatrick 2002, 71). 
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Instead, the transactional view of family highlights that the boundaries of family are socially 
constructed, suggesting variations in terms of culture, generation, and ideology about who can 
be considered as belonging to the family (Randerson et al. 2016). Every family, influenced by 
diverse dynamics, commitment, loyalty, and structure, provides a specific environment for the 
perception of enterprise, influencing the way family members act entrepreneurially (Frank et 
al. 2010).  
Different studies highlight the concepts of entrepreneurial families, enterprising families, 
entrepreneurial households, families in business or business families (Hamilton et al. 2017; 
Nordqvist and Melin 2011; Frank et al. 2019). A common denominator in these 
conceptualisations is the existence of a social unit, composed of different members of a family 
over time who behave entrepreneurially, that is, they engage in family entrepreneurship. A 
family social network is informed by history and shared experiences. This network influences 
the entrepreneurial behaviour of its members and how entrepreneurial opportunities unfold 
(Randerson et al. 2016, 39). In family firms, entrepreneurial opportunities and their 
construction are dependent on family members performing activities together, engaging in 
shared labour and conversations about what needs to be done, what is involved, and why 
(Roscoe et al. 2013). To increase knowledge on how entrepreneurial opportunities are socially 
constructed, scholars call for further examination of the conversations that tie entrepreneurial 
families together (Konopaski, Jack, and Hamilton 2015), and the processes that allow a shared 
view of entrepreneurial opportunities (Randerson et al. 2015b) that can influence family 
entrepreneurship. 
Understanding the way families construct entrepreneurial opportunities over time and across 
generations would advance knowledge of family entrepreneurship (Bettinelli, Fayolle, and 
Randerson 2014). Scholars acknowledge the role of family in developing several businesses 
over time using different combinations of family members with a shared understanding of the 
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way to create an opportunity, but also stressing the heterogeneity of families and their approach 
to entrepreneurship (Discua Cruz, Howorth, and Hamilton 2013; Rosa, Howorth, and Discua 
Cruz 2014).  
 
Family as a social system 
Recent studies suggest that grasping how the entrepreneurial dynamics of families are shaped 
requires novel perspectives (Frank et al. 2010; von Schlippe and Frank 2013; Hasenzagl, Hatak 
and Frank 2018). Frank et al. (2010) adopt social systems theory (Luhmann 1995) to explain 
the complex relationship between family and enterprise over time. A social system is defined 
as an autopoietic (self-reproductive or referential), operatively closed system (all processes, 
such as internal rationality or schemas, are produced by the system itself) constituted through 
communication. A social system recursively reproduces itself through communication, which 
involves selecting what is being communicated (information) and why (understanding). One 
communication connects to another in a pattern, so the dynamic form of stability that we 
encounter in everyday communication emerges (von Schlippe and Frank 2013, 389). A 
communication is never linked to a single event/thing but situated in the context of preceding 
and subsequent communications. Thus, the act of communicating becomes an interactive and 
co-created process, constructing common meanings and experiences. Therefore, 
communication cannot be attributed to any one individual, but constitutes an emergent property 
of the interaction between many individuals.  
The key paradigmatic shift offered by this perspective emphasises moving away from 
individuals as the elements of a social system to focus on the different communication logic of 
different fields of meaning. The theoretical advantage for research as well as practice is that it 
might be easier to describe the ‘rules of the game’ than understanding individual family 
members (von Schlippe and Frank 2013, 389).  
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Von Schlippe and Frank (2013) explain that the kind of meaning generated to deal with 
complexity depends on the context in which it arises. Context determines how communication 
is to be framed, and the logic varies in function. In families, functional logic relates to the 
creation of connections for the continuation of communication. The family as a social system 
is orientated towards relationships, using communication mainly so that its members can 
confirm mutual attachment. Thus, von Schlippe and Frank (2013) argue that family as a social 
system consists of relational communication. Conceptualisation of an entrepreneurial family 
as a world of meaning-processing social systems requires research focused on understanding 
such communication.  
 
Family entrepreneurship, narratives, and metaphors 
Narrative is widely acknowledged as a source of knowledge for scholars engaged in theory 
building in entrepreneurship (Larty and Hamilton 2011; Hamilton 2014). Larty and Hamilton 
(2011) highlight the breadth of theories and methods applied in narrative research in 
entrepreneurship, calling for further development of literary approaches to theory building. 
Narrative research has illuminated the subtleties and complexities of entrepreneurial 
opportunities across generations (Hamilton 2006, 2013), challenging rationalist theoretical 
perspectives of opportunity discovery, evaluation, and exploitation. In contrast, it has 
highlighted entrepreneurial opportunity as emerging from social practice (Steyaert 2007).  
A key element of narratives is found in metaphors (Semino and Demjén 2016). Metaphors 
are a form of linguistic device, where one thing is represented in terms of another. Metaphor 
has a powerful role in the development of entrepreneurship theory. Clarke et al. (2014, 250) 
theorise the entrepreneurial growth processes through an examination of metaphor, calling for 
research to clarify the ‘meaning and application of particular metaphors’. In the context of 
family entrepreneurship, Hamilton (2013, 71) argues that particular metaphors are used in 
family members’ narratives to express the hard work experienced whilst constructing 
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entrepreneurial opportunities. The physicality of the language emphasises challenges or 
struggles faced during participation in the business. Narratives serve to capture how 
entrepreneurial families survive over time, both emotionally and physically.  
Metaphors can constitute vivid and precise images of entrepreneurial experiences. 
Metaphors express complex or abstract ideas, or induce audiences to experience a particular 
relationship among apparently unrelated ideas – to make the unfamiliar familiar. Family stories 
make sense of unfamiliar concepts over time (Fiese and Pratt 2004). Metaphors facilitate the 
creation of situated meanings and group identity (Gberardi 2000), as they acquire and create 
meaning in the interactions of those who produce and uphold them. Thus, meaning resides in 
the situation in which the metaphor is used, in the community that uses it, and in the context of 
the action it generated. Moreover, a focus on metaphors of entrepreneurial opportunity, and 
how they might have implications for family members in the future (Semino and Demjén 
2016), opens up avenues for theorising intergenerational family entrepreneurship. 
 
Transgenerational entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial legacy  
Transgenerational entrepreneurship focuses on how entrepreneurial opportunities are created 
by the incumbent family generation and those who succeed them (Nordqvist and Zellweger 
2010). To explain how families nurture transgenerational entrepreneurship, Jaskiewicz, 
Combs, and Rau (2015, 31) put forward an entrepreneurial legacy theoretical perspective, 
defined as ‘rhetorically reconstructed narratives of the family’s past entrepreneurial behaviour 
or resilience – that motivate and give meaning to entrepreneurship’. It is argued that early 
involvement (from childhood) of family members imprints the family’s entrepreneurial legacy 
through narratives that will motivate and give meaning to their future entrepreneurial behaviour 
(Jaskiewicz et al. 2015, 41). Jaskiewicz et al. (2015) call for further understanding the processes 
through which entrepreneurial families nurture entrepreneurship across generations. In the 
intersection between family and enterprise in family entrepreneurship (Randerson et al. 2015a), 
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little is known about family narratives and how they may influence the interpretation of 
entrepreneurial opportunities, potentially leading to the creation of several businesses 
(Hamilton et al. 2017; Barbera, Stamm, and DeWitt 2018).  
Konopaski et al. (2015) in their study of continuity of family firms suggest that family 
members learn in the context of reflections on past events and stories, which impact the way 
businesses are run and how new entrepreneurial opportunities are approached in the future. 
Continuity in family entrepreneurship across generations is deeply intertwined with 
entrepreneurial opportunities (Howorth, Jackson, and Discua Cruz 2014). Knowledge of 
opportunities can be embedded in entrepreneurial narratives (Hamilton 2013). Hammond, 
Pearson, and Holt (2016, 1210) suggest that family legacy represents ‘a collective or shared 
perception reflecting a unique and continuous stream of meanings associated with the family 
that are transferred to and shared most often, but not always exclusively, among generations of 
family members through a collection of legacy artefacts. They further suggest that forms of 
verbal communication can influence sense-making, and as a consequence, members of the 
same family are likely to share similar frameworks and patterns of understanding. One of the 
legacy artefacts alluded to by Hammond et al. (2016) is shared family stories, yet little is known 
about what may be included in such stories and how they are communicated. 
 
Research Context and Methodology 
Latin America and Honduras 
Randerson et al. (2015a) advocate exploring diverse contexts in family entrepreneurship 
research. Many theoretical frameworks and models developed in family business and 
entrepreneurship rely on an Anglo-American worldview. Instead, the present study focuses on 
Honduras, a developing Latin American country (World Bank 2018). Gupta et al. (2008) 
observe that family and business issues appear to be inseparable in the Latin American culture, 
with family participation in business being the norm.  
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Honduras is characterised by a networked society in which mutual support and common 
action by family members are commonplace in business. Rarely is a business in Honduras not 
created or influenced by a family or kinship-related group (Discua Cruz et al. 2016). Honduras 
is typical of the Latin American context in terms of family influence in business activities and 
culture in business (Gupta et al. 2008). Family ties are a vital part of business dynamics, and 
family business dominates the economy (Roscoe et al. 2013).  
 
Methodology 
Our aim is to explore how metaphors provide a medium for shared understanding of 
opportunities, and how this influences family entrepreneurship. Since this study seeks to 
explore a phenomenon over time, we rely on qualitative longitudinal research design and the 
use of observation, conversations, and in-depth interviews to make sense of the situations of 
participants (Reay & Zhang 2014; Barbera et al. 2018). As such, an interpretivist perspective 
and a focus on entrepreneurial narratives are used to theorise about family entrepreneurship 
(Larty and Hamilton 2011). 	
We purposefully selected entrepreneurial families that created several entrepreneurial 
opportunities over time, namely, cases with varying permutations of family involvement and 
with businesses in diverse sectors. While the purposive sampling method has received 
criticisms around distortion and insufficient breadth (Patton 1990), selecting cases using these 
criteria allow rich data to emerge based on the narratives of entrepreneurial families (Hamilton 
et al. 2017).  
Four entrepreneurial families (Table 1) that had shaped a business portfolio over time were 
selected from a group of twelve that were part of a larger study on entrepreneurial dynamics. 
Privileged access to business networks in Honduras through the first author’s family in business 
allowed open and rich interviews. The lead author who is familiar with the place and context 
identified participants relevant to our research interest and sampling approach, and conducted 
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the interviews. Strong levels of trust between the interviewer and the families allowed 
extensive and open interviews over time. The lead author is theoretically sensitised with the 
knowledge and skills required for qualitative work (Glaser and Strauss 1967), and could thus 
remain neutral and non-judgemental in the interviewing process. Following Konopaski et al. 
(2015) and McKeever, Jack, and Anderson (2015), the other members of the research team 
were involved and engaged throughout the research process, constantly on hand to discuss the 
data, the emerging patterns and themes. 
Data collection involved several in-depth interviews in the locations preferred by 
interviewees (e.g. business premises, vehicles, farm fields, homes), lasting between 1 and 2.5 
hours with multiple respondents engaged in the creation of entrepreneurial opportunities. 
Interviews were recorded verbatim in Spanish (the first language of the interviewees and lead 
author). Initial interviews took place in 2006 with follow up interviews held in 2007, 2009, 
2014, and 2016. A longitudinal approach was used to understand the rationale behind the 
entrepreneurial processes (Table 1). Subsequent interviews provided insights into the 
narratives and helped triangulate data. We revisited the perspectives, inviting participants to 
clarify meanings around the phenomena (Stake 2008). This approach allowed addressing 
potential issues of retrospective accounts (Loftus and Hoffman 1989), adding rigour to the 
methodology.  
Interviews started with a general request: Tell me about yourself and the story behind this 
business. This elicited the recollection of vivid and often emotional life stories. Subsequent 
questions focused on the way businesses emerged, allowing participants to tell a story behind 
every venture created or acquired. This approach is considered emergent yet promising in 
understanding entrepreneurial families (Reay and Zhang 2014). The interview schedule 
(Appendix A) did not directly ask participants to think metaphorically, but to naturally express 
the language they use when creating entrepreneurial opportunities. The result was the discovery 
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that metaphorical language pervaded the discourse of family entrepreneurship. Employing a 
metaphor to frame some aspect of a story allowed participants to narrate family 
entrepreneurship across time. When metaphors were expressed directly, they were often 




In line with Dodd (2002, 524), the analytical approach proceeded as follows. First, all 
metaphors were extracted from the narrative material collected. This involved several careful 
word-by-word readings of the text, with metaphors placed in a separate file. A metaphor was 
determined under the following conditions (Schmitt 2005, 371): A word or phrase that can be 
understood beyond its literal meaning in the context of what is being said. The literal meaning 
stems from an area of physical or cultural experience (the source area) that is transferred to a 
second, often abstract, target area. Second, we reviewed the collection of metaphors and made 
notes of the vehicle and object of each metaphor (e.g. vehicle: ‘connecting dots’; 
object/grounds: seeing a bigger picture) as shown in Table 2. This step involved evaluating the 
general meaning of the metaphor. Results were then collated both by vehicle and by object in 
tabular form directly from these annotations. Finally, a broader noun or concept was entered 
for each vehicle and object listed. This process resulted in the discovery of metaphors chosen 
to describe entrepreneurial opportunities. We adopted matrices to organise the data, collecting 
in-situ observation, field notes, margin notes, summaries, vignettes, diagrams, and mindmaps 
to support the data analysis (Miles, Huberman, and Saldana 2013), allowing us to understand 
the narratives of family entrepreneurship over time.	
The analysis was iterative in that ideas emerging from the narrative data were compared 
with the literature using the constant comparative method to review data with emerging 
categories (Konopaski et al. 2015; McKeever et al. 2015). Guided by Konopaski et al. (2015), 
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we moved from empirical data to description, thematic categorisation and interpretation, and 
finally, theoretical implications. This resulted in ‘meaningful metaphors’ used by members of 
the entrepreneurial families emerging from the iterative analysis of narratives (Oswick, 
Keenoy, and Grant 2002), arising as naturally as possible, rather than researcher-imposed 
(Dodd 2002).  
Our methodology acknowledges that metaphors are ‘culturally formed and located’ (Dodd 
et al. 2013, 76). Interpretation thus requires knowledge of the background and context (Coulson 
and Oakley 2005), the language used (Dobrzyńska 1995), and translation (Parker et al. 2013). 
Whilst translation carries risks, particularly for metaphors, such issue is often not 
problematized (Temple and Young 2004). Our concern was to retain the metaphorical 
expressions of interviewees in their original language, and to avoid misunderstandings and 
over-interpretation. Thus, excerpts from the narrative interviews were translated only after the 
initial data analysis. 
The cases selected are second and third generation family firms, representing the Honduran 
business landscape (Discua Cruz et al. 2016). In all cases, family members owned 100% of the 
equity, and nonfamily members did not have an ownership stake in any of the opportunities 
created. To preserve confidentiality, and at the participants’ request, each case was given a 
fictitious name based on the founding business. The case vignettes of the four cases are as 
follows (also see Table 1). 
The farmers family business started 100 years ago in the agriculture sector. Antonio, 
founder of the farmers estate, acquired vast amounts of land in Honduras in the 1900s. The 
business passed to Enrique Sr., who diversified into mass consumption crops, agricultural 
machinery rental, real estate, and livestock. The junior generation, educated in marketing and 
agronomy, created new firms related to non-traditional agriculture for export, grain mills, 
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vegetable oil extraction, and agro-tourism. In 2000, Enrique Sr. retired to follow a political 
career.  
The distributors family business started with Miles and Sonia opening a beverage 
distribution venture. Additional businesses in commuter transportation, coffee exports, ceramic 
manufacturing, xerography, processed food distribution, and advertising were gradually 
developed. Sonia died in the 1990s and several of the businesses had to cease operating. The 
junior generation pursued university degrees in law, business administration, and medicine. 
Junior generation members then engaged in the existing businesses and in the re-birth of 
Sonia’s businesses. Miles retired in 2014.  
The landowners family business started in the 1970s with Fernando and Maria acquiring the 
management rights of a small petrol station. They later diversified into fuel transportation, 
automotive replacement parts, and real estate. The junior generation diversified further, as all 
members had different ambitions and education, creating businesses in agriculture, 
construction, equipment transportation, and appliance distribution. In 2016, the senior 
generation retired due to health issues. 
The transporters family started in the sector in the 1960s. Alberto and Laura gradually 
expanded their business through competitor acquisitions. The junior generation studied 
business management, agricultural engineering, and accountancy. Alberto Sr. died suddenly in 
2007, a few months before this study began. Laura retired following Alberto’s death. The junior 
generation were already managing existing businesses and developed additional ventures in 
cattle farming, construction, fast-food franchising, and specialised transportation.  
 
[Insert Table 1 about here] 
 
Findings 
In this section, informed by Salvato and Aldrich (2012), Reay and Zhang (2014), and Frank 
and Landström (2016), we present the evidence from our findings of narratives of 
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entrepreneurial opportunities in family entrepreneurship. Following Konopaski et al. (2015) 
we use ‘power quotes’ from the data to illustrate how family members communicate the 
concept of opportunity. The richness of repeated entrepreneurial experiences relied on 
metaphors to capture and explain the creation of opportunities. Findings highlight that 
metaphors assist the transfer of meanings from one generation to the next, provide a shared 
point of reference, create a connection between something familiar and something new, and 
link past, current, and future interactions. Table 2 presents the details of metaphors used to give 
meaning to entrepreneurial opportunities.  
 
[Insert Table 2 about here] 
 
 
Metaphorical foundations: Early interaction in family and business  
The use of metaphorical language by entrepreneurial families was commonplace in the 
explanation of entrepreneurial opportunities. As Table 2 shows, the metaphors represent the 
underlying foundation of the entrepreneurial stories that are told and shared in the context of 
family businesses. Metaphors embody the environment where interaction between family 
members occurs, and where entrepreneurial family stories have meaning. In every narrative 
illustration, members of entrepreneurial families were able to convey their experience and 
knowledge of the entrepreneurial process, relying on knowledge of the conceptual and lexical 
domains in their business context (e.g. farming, transportation, logistics, real estate), supported 
by well-known concepts in the physical world (e.g. a journey, a game, a drawing).   
The most representative power quote comes from transporters who illustrated a metaphor 
of entrepreneurial opportunities as ‘being on the road, a journey’.  Pedro stated: 
 …it was not until we ‘were on the road’, as Dad said, that we understood what business is 
like… as children my brothers and I loved cars and trucks, and hey, our Dad had buses, so 
it was fun... Dad made sure we went with him on trips during vacation times or the 
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weekends.... at the end of the day, we talked about what we saw on the trip, from the start 
to the end of the journey, the good, the bad, what was needed, the hidden costs, the joys and 
even about what new roadside businesses we could start along that route.  
 
Alberto Jr. suggested young family members had to experience what ‘being on the road’ 
meant. A bus, a route, co-pilots, detours, hills, stop-signs, movement of people, shaped a shared 
view of interpreting entrepreneurial opportunities as a journey. Similar accounts were found in 
all cases, where metaphors are used not only to define and describe an experience, but also to 
serve as a template or reference, relying on familiar physical objects or experiences as vehicles, 
rendering abstract concepts (e.g. creating entrepreneurial opportunities) concrete and familiar.  
Farmers articulated entrepreneurial opportunities around a metaphor linked to ‘sowing and 
harvesting’. The language of opportunities refers to a field ready to be cultivated, preparing the 
soil, planting a new crop, a tree, and the natural elements involved. Enduring natural cycles 
that several generations encountered shaped the metaphorical approach, turning experiences 
into a shared collective memory of how to interpret entrepreneurial opportunities.  
Distributors relied on ‘connecting dots’ and childhood memories of dot-to-dot drawings, 
arguing that family members can visualise entrepreneurial opportunities as connections. 
Resources needed to create an opportunity are described in terms of dots, lines are used to 
describe the way products would be distributed, and colours are associated with the weight of 
connection between dots.  
Landowners described entrepreneurial opportunities in terms of playing a property-based 
game (Monopoly). They defined legal or commercial challenges in terms of game rules and 
gameplay, in tune with the real estate properties the family acquired over time. A board game 
is used not only as a family pastime but also as a way to introduce a familiar language of 
entrepreneurship to subsequent generations.  
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Narrative illustrations suggest that the foundations of a metaphorical approach to 
entrepreneurial opportunities may be strongly dependent on the early interaction of family 
members, relying on a common language and vocabulary in a context that is safe, familiar, and 
linked to existing businesses and family spheres. Such metaphors represent collective 
memories shaped by positive interactions in the family and business context. Interpreting 
entrepreneurial opportunities through metaphors serves as an intergenerational educational 
device. Such shared experiences (e.g. dot-to-dot drawings, riding a bus, planting crops, playing 
games) create the metaphor’s backstory, carrying meaning for the entrepreneurial family. Table 
3 shows that the founder generation lays down a memory, perhaps unintentionally, yet highly 
developmental for the next generation, using a metaphorical approach to later make sense of 
entrepreneurial opportunities collectively.    
 
[Insert Table 3 about here] 
 
Metaphorical association: Interconnections over time 
Metaphors are used not only to express meaning, but also influence how meaning of 
entrepreneurship as a process is constructed. Table 3 shows that a metaphorical approach 
allows transferring the meaning from one theme to another, acting as a vehicle to interpret 
several opportunities over time. Metaphors become a blueprint over time, a durable point of 
reference in the creation of several opportunities and the interpretation of entrepreneurship as 
a collective process.  
A representative power quote comes from distributors, who highlighted that a ‘connecting 
dots’ metaphor provides a template when recreating entrepreneurial opportunities disrupted 
after the death of a family member. Antonio explained:  
 
Ok, let me show you [draws several dots in a piece of paper, different colours]… imagine 
you want to create a food distribution of corn-based products… first we need to know what 
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we have here [in existing businesses, resources, support] and what we can get our hands on 
before we start, I could see some dots, and my brother can tell of you of others …each dot 
we think of will have a different weight or characteristic… then we stand back and gradually 
start making the connections, one of us can start from who we know, the other from what 
we have, and so on…. what we experienced together from those dots is what allows us to 
connect them … At the end you have a picture that makes sense to all of us... 
 
For distributors, creating entrepreneurial opportunities as ‘connecting dots’ entails 
comparing the nature of a dot-to-dot drawing and its relation to people, products, customers, 
or existing commercial and personal networks over time. Metaphors allow constant 
connections between formal and informal ‘rules of the game’, such as government regulations 
or property investments, and the chances, risks, and rewards of engaging in the entrepreneurial 
process.  
For landowners, the game metaphor allows interpreting opportunities around real estate 
development as a monopoly game, implying a process where more than one business venture 
can emerge. This occurred as the senior generation acquired several real estate properties, and 
the junior generation was encouraged to think metaphorically about the investment and related 
businesses whilst playing the game. Complex concepts such as chance and luck in business, 
which may determine the progress (or regression) of an individual player toward the attainment 
of his/her goal in a game, are explained by metaphorical associations. Playing a game relates 
to creating entrepreneurial opportunities that sharpen business judgment, as family members 
have to master the rules of the game, manage resources, and plan accordingly.  
The narrative illustrations highlight that whilst comparison between domains of knowledge 
is simplified when opportunities are created over time in areas related to existing businesses 
(e.g. agricultural-based ventures in farmers), associations between seemingly disconnected 
areas are also made through metaphors.  
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Transporters relied on ‘being on the road’ when a new unrelated business in fast-food 
restaurants was started. Ambiguity and adaptation in a new industry for all entrepreneurial 
families also led to drawing on the metaphorical approach. Uncertainty is associated with 
‘bumps’ or ‘road maintenance works’ that may slow down the process, or ‘roadblocks’ that 
may change the route or ending up in unexpected places. Family members referred to the 
metaphor as they illustrated how they advanced from the starting point of the journey (e.g. fast-
food restaurant idea) to a destination (e.g. start of trading), relating the process to transportation 
terms they had become familiar with over the years. The journey demanded diverse skills and 
information from others as well as resources when ‘driving’ in uncharted territory. The 
comparisons made through ‘being on the road’ encouraged a collective approach to anticipate 
unexpected ‘twists’ and ‘turns’ in the entrepreneurial process.  
Metaphors allow family members to frame information (e.g. changes in customer demand, 
industry, etc.) and create a common reference point about what an entrepreneurial opportunity 
looks like in both familiar and unfamiliar business sectors, allowing wider connections over 
time to be made (e.g. who to contact first, which resources to use and when). Table 3 shows 
that metaphors represent accounts of what an entrepreneurial opportunity is, difficult to 
articulate otherwise, becoming part of a socially constructed meaning for entrepreneurial 
families. 
 
Continuity of a metaphorical approach: Reinforcing social structures and belonging 
The narrative illustrations reveal that a metaphorical approach is reinforced by, and in turn 
reinforces, the social structures of an entrepreneurial family over time and across generations. 
Whilst beneficial to creating a durable and shared point of reference, this also entails 





…well, thinking like that [based on being on the road] when looking at new businesses 
works for us because we witnessed what my Dad meant, we heard it at the dinner table, 
when we were “on the road”. He discussed it only with us - his family. He would not talk 
about it with anyone else. I still remember the smell of grease in the bus repair shop when 
we returned from a long trip over the weekend and the way he would talk about getting to a 
new destination and how he solved the problems on the road as they appeared… we all 
remember that… we met the other day with my mom and recalled each of our anecdotes. I 
mean, we can all talk about being on a journey with him and what he explained, it was the 
way he explained, the examples he used that we still remember and apply because they work 
for us.  
 
For transporters, ‘being on the road’ was cemented as the family point of reference after their 
father’s death, reinforcing a shared identity as an entrepreneurial family.  
The narrative illustrations highlight that family gatherings and other social contexts both at 
home and at the business reinforce a shared way of creating opportunities. The notions of 
exclusion highlighted in Table 3 suggest that whilst the well-accepted metaphors of 
entrepreneurial opportunity may appear straightforward, it is the interpretation and experiences 
behind the meaning of such metaphors that create a unique shared reference point for family 
entrepreneurship. Table 3 also shows that the role of family members in ensuring continuity of 
meanings associated with a metaphorical approach carries an emotional weight. Such 
relationships help ‘establish in-group language and identity’, whereby shared understanding of 
metaphors becomes a vehicle for the inclusion or exclusion of others (Cameron 2003, 24). 
Members of the same entrepreneurial family may use similar metaphors to explain their 
experiences and interpretations of entrepreneurial opportunities.  
Table 3 further reveals that metaphors embody a ‘gate-keeping role’, regulating 
participation in family entrepreneurship activities. The narrative illustrations show members 
21	
	
strongly associate their metaphorical approach with their shared experiences, and thus the 
meaning and interpretation of the metaphor for entrepreneurship would automatically exclude 
those who lack such experiences. Metaphors ensure the continuity of the socio-cultural 
dynamics of the family and shared understanding of entrepreneurial opportunities. The use of 
metaphors assists entrepreneurial families over time to make sense of their world and their 
place in it, and so assisting in the creation of a social reality for the members of the 
entrepreneurial family.  
 
Discussion  
Our findings indicate the significance of metaphors for theorising family entrepreneurship, 
especially in line with social systems theory, entrepreneurial legacy, and the social construction 
of opportunity.  
 
Metaphors and social systems theory 
This study shows how metaphors allow the entrepreneurial family to make sense of the 
complexity of the surrounding environment (von Schlippe and Frank 2013; Oswick et al. 2002; 
Lakoff and Johnson 1980), and that entrepreneurial family stories and metaphors specifically 
can create boundaries.  
Metaphors provide meaning to entrepreneurial families, and meaning delimits a social 
system from its environment. As such, it creates a system-environment boundary. These 
meanings, created via communication (Frank et al. 2019), incorporate three dimensions: a 
factual one (e.g. creation of a new venture), a social one (e.g. creating a trans-generational 
cohesion), and a temporal dimension (e.g. providing information on how to develop an 
opportunity in terms of ‘before-after’). Family business heterogeneity is important, as each 
may uniquely differ from another family business (Dibrell and Memili 2019), and these 
heterogeneous attributes can take many forms. However, identities of social systems, such as 
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family business, are based on self-description and constructed through narrative (Frank et al. 
2019). This reflective self-conception (Frank et al. 2019) can reinforce identity and guide 
behaviour. Our findings show that no one else can share the entrepreneurial family stories, 
because they are kept within the family. Only the family who experience the activities behind 
the metaphor are within the boundary, and therefore, the stories frame the boundary of the 
family business. Animating metaphors through shared experiences provides new understanding 
of what can tie members of a social group (Cameron 2003).  
 
Entrepreneurial Opportunities  
In terms of entrepreneurial opportunities and family entrepreneurship, this study contributes to 
the view that entrepreneurial opportunities are socially constructed through language and 
shared entrepreneurial family stories. Metaphors facilitate the construction of entrepreneurial 
opportunities by providing a bridge ‘from the familiar to the strange’ (Cornelissen 2005; Clarke 
et al. 2014). While the transactional view deems that opportunities are socially constructed, it 
says much less about how this occurs. Our findings show that opportunities are constructed 
through entrepreneurial family stories that develop shared understanding of opportunity 
recognition, evaluation, and exploitation. Language is an important part of this construction of 
opportunities in family entrepreneurship. There are other stories within families, but 
entrepreneurial family stories are about how these families engage in entrepreneurship.  
Creating entrepreneurial opportunities is a process filled with unexpected turns and new 
experiences, and the entrepreneurial family, as a social unit, responds by making sense of the 
process through its own internal schema. What we see in this study is that metaphors can act 
as basic yet powerful shared constructs for organising knowledge of the world by relating 
phenomena (e.g. entrepreneurial opportunities) to something previously experienced and 
concrete. In so doing, metaphors transfer ‘familiness’ (Frank et al. 2010) to entrepreneurial 
opportunities. In the process of making decisions, metaphors can allow an entrepreneurial 
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family, as a social system, to construct future-oriented representations of entrepreneurial 
opportunities (Hill and Levenhagen 1995). The context that the family acts on is constructed 
through interaction with metaphors (Gaddefors 2007). Such interaction may facilitate an 
entrepreneurial family, as a social system, to act upon opportunities over time.  
The narrative illustrations reveal that entrepreneurial families perceive how entrepreneurial 
opportunities ‘come to be’ rather than ‘exist’. Entrepreneurial opportunities are contingent on 
family members in business communicating over time, existing in specific temporal and 
geographic contexts, and in relation to others (Roscoe et al. 2013). As evidenced by the 
narrative illustrations, metaphors allow interpretation and action without hiding the complexity 
and uncertainty of the entrepreneurial process. 
 
Learning effect of metaphors in entrepreneurial legacy  
Key studies of legacy (e.g. Hammond et al. 2016; Jaskiewicz et al. 2015; Barbera et al. 2018) 
highlight the significance of family stories, but little has been said about the language of family 
entrepreneurship. This study shows that entrepreneurial family stories and metaphors 
specifically connect the family members through time, and so to legacy. Theorising 
entrepreneurial legacy points to the importance of entrepreneurial family stories. This paper 
contributes to understanding what those stories consist of, and how they carry shared meanings 
through transmission and translation, that is, how they are socially constructed. Particular social 
practices of family entrepreneurship are embedded in metaphors, and metaphors draw upon 
shared experiences specific to each entrepreneurial family. Metaphors emerge as the result of 
a relational process, and entrepreneurial opportunities are socially constructed between and 
across generations. Whilst metaphors appear to be commonplace, they are the outcome of 
interactions and a relational process that belong to the family’s private realm. This occurs from 
an early age, thus influencing the development of family legacy, and implying that through 
metaphors, transgenerational family entrepreneurship may emerge (Hamilton et al. 2017).  
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The narrative illustrations show that the purpose of metaphors is unveiled in the interaction 
between founding and subsequent generations. They offer a succinct method of instruction in 
practical ways. Metaphors invite family members to reflect on the world and their shared 
experiences, turning into a vehicle for entrepreneurial learning (Konopaski et al. 2015) that 
connects the family and enterprise realm in family entrepreneurship. While the connotations of 
some metaphors (e.g. journey, connecting dots) may be universal in scope (Dodd 2002), they 
reflect the lives of the families behind the businesses and the continuity of entrepreneurial 
engagement. This is not to say, we emphasise, that the metaphors discussed here are not 
applicable to other families. Families around the world have the same concerns about business 
continuity and how to go about engaging in further entrepreneurial activities (Rosa et al. 2014; 
Howorth et al. 2014). The study reported here shows that metaphors are used to communicate 
entrepreneurial insight, and relayed to those who may be successors in existing firms or leaders 
in independent businesses in the future. The learning effect of metaphors may also influence 
family members who decide to establish family businesses on their own over time (Discua 
Cruz et al. 2013). Metaphors as connected acts of communication and legacy artefacts allow 
family entrepreneurship to pass from one entrepreneurial family to other entrepreneurial 
families over time. Therefore, family metaphors deserve to be recognised for their impact on 
entrepreneurial behaviour and their potential to influence family entrepreneurship across 
generations.  
 
Limitations and further research 
This article has some limitations that provide opportunities for future research. First, we have 
examined a metaphor-based approach to family entrepreneurship at the micro level of analysis, 
that is, at the communication process micro level (e.g. interpersonal communication between 
family members). In terms of longitudinal research, such approach is challenging for reasons 
including cost, time, and cooperation between the researcher and the entrepreneurial family 
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under study (Hassett and Paavilainen-Mäntymäki 2013). When conducting longitudinal 
research, many unpredictable events may occur that can affect the entire research process. In 
the course of this study, two families decided to sell most of their businesses and migrate 
overseas, while others stopped establishing new firms after the 2009 political coup in Honduras 
(Ruhl 2010). This poses a limitation for progressive approaches, particularly in uncertain and 
unstable contexts (Gupta et al. 2008). Future studies might focus on a narrative approach to 
study metaphors that have either survived or eroded in long established family firms in the 
same industry and country beyond the 5th or 6th generation (Nordqvist and Zellweger 2010), 
or in newly formed firms around the world (Zhang and Reay 2018). Further studies might also 
look at different levels of analysis, for example, a metaphorical approach to understand the 
ways family members communicate in the context of corporate entrepreneurship (Bettinelli et 
al. 2017). A wider view of family and its extensions is also of interest. For instance, for social 
systems theory, an underlying question might relate to who is part of the business family and 
who is not (see Frank et al. 2019).  
Second, metaphors in this article are portrayed as largely unproblematic, but we 
acknowledge the ambiguity and elusiveness of metaphors (Inns 2002). Hence, we do not claim 
that these metaphors are universal, rather that they are part of the everyday language of 
entrepreneurial families and appear to influence the approach to family entrepreneurship. 
Nevertheless, narrative illustrations can shed light on our understanding of entrepreneurial 
families over time and help further decipher the language of family entrepreneurship. Important 
to note is that we do not suggest that metaphors presented in this article can be generalised to 
entrepreneurial families around the world, yet we believe that metaphors, as a way to interpret 




A further limitation is that metaphors may be solely linked to elements of the actual 
phenomenon where it can provide a better illustration of the process. Ritchie (2013) cautions 
that the underlying meanings of metaphors may be ambiguous, and may be interpreted 
differently by different people based on their own unique experiences. Such underlying 
meanings may also change over time, as familiar metaphors may be reinterpreted in light of 
new cultural experiences, or in the case of entrepreneurial families creating new businesses, or 
when succession is disrupted. The embodiment of metaphors is often influenced by cultural 
beliefs and practices, and it is thus important to consider culture in any account of metaphors 
used by entrepreneurial families. Randerson et al. (2016) highlight that the differences among 
families across cultures, legal systems, and religions merit attention. 
To address these concerns, further studies would benefit from exploring items related to 
emotions, intentions, and cultural diversity in the study of metaphors. For instance, emotional 
features of metaphors remain largely unexplored in the context of entrepreneurial families 
(Shepherd 2016).  
The use of narrative analysis, metaphors specifically, is fruitful and promising in theorising 
family entrepreneurship. Narratives are a way to look at phenomena in family entrepreneurship. 
We build on the work of Anderson, Drakopoulou Dodd, and Jack (2009), and Larty and 
Hamilton (2011) to provide a guiding framework for future methodological approaches. 
However, we also show that further reflections on the emotional features of metaphors are 
needed (Dodd 2002). Conflicts or issues within entrepreneurial families working together may 
hinder the appreciation of metaphors and affect the approach to entrepreneurial opportunities 
(Discua Cruz et al. 2013), and thus family entrepreneurship (Randerson et al. 2015a). Future 
studies could explore to what extent metaphors emerge ‘deliberately’ in the context of 
entrepreneurial families (Dodd 2002).  
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Finally, in most entrepreneurship and metaphor studies, English is the lingua franca, yet we 
suspect metaphors are used by entrepreneurial families around the world. The underlying 
processes of metaphor are a basic human skill, but different languages construct metaphors 
differently. Every language has lexical resources to bring together two ideas. Different 
languages have a particular set of conventionalised metaphors, partly linked to culture and 
partly the result of historical accident. Primary conceptual metaphors occur in all languages, 
but the linguistic expressions are likely to differ. Future research could expand on how family 
members give meaning to their metaphorical expressions in diverse cultures and contexts 
through narratives and metaphors (Semino and Demjén 2016). Metaphors may provide clues 
to deeper layers of meaning and unusual cultural translations of entrepreneurial families. Some 
metaphors may be universal and thus common in language, not just in Spanish or English, but 
also in cultures around the world (Anderson et al. 2009).  
Moreover, as well as the potential limitations of type of respondent and interview content, 
future interviews may be fruitfully conducted by groups of researchers (e.g. Johannisson et al. 
2007). This may be appropriate in contexts where cultural and language similarities are found, 
particularly for qualitative work (Bechhofer, Elliott, and McCrone 1984). 
 
Conclusion 
In examining how metaphors provide a medium for shared understanding of opportunities, this 
study contributes to knowledge on family entrepreneurship as a social and discursive process 
where meanings and values are communicated and maintained in everyday interactions. In 
enhancing understanding of the processes through which entrepreneurial families nurture 
entrepreneurship across generations, it also contributes to theorising transgenerational family 
entrepreneurship (Randerson et al. 2015a). This study contributes to family entrepreneurship 
theory by demonstrating how metaphors of entrepreneurial opportunity are shared with and 
‘imprinted’ on family members. Metaphors of entrepreneurial opportunity are a vehicle for 
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conveying the unique and continuous stream of meanings identified by Hammond et al. (2016). 
This study demonstrates metaphors are a significant feature of entrepreneurial legacy.  
Metaphors, as legacy artefacts, are important in the everyday language of family 
entrepreneurship. We have provided evidence that entrepreneurial legacy may become 
purposeful through narrative elements such as metaphors. Metaphors are developed, 
communicated, and then translated into forms of family entrepreneurial action.  
Our study shows that the way entrepreneurial families communicate about entrepreneurial 
opportunities is replete with metaphors, and that the language of family entrepreneurship may 
appear simple, yet is a highly complex and coordinated exercise. Some metaphors are enduring 
and form part of the entrepreneurial legacy. A key contribution of this study is that analysing 
metaphors and patterns of metaphor use contribute both to our understanding of family 
entrepreneurship and the contexts in which metaphors are used. Metaphors are the symbolic 
language of a process, of change, of a metamorphosis, narrating processes of family 
entrepreneurship across generations.  
The practical implications of this study suggest that through metaphors, as the outcome of 
connected communication, family members in business may be able to simplify approaches to 
entrepreneurial opportunities and make them familiar over generations. Metaphors can have 
the same effect as a full story because they already have stories associated with them that are 
embedded in the minds of the members of the entrepreneurial family. The main contribution 
of this article is therefore establishing the link between metaphor as a narrative element and 
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Table 1. Descriptive information of entrepreneurial families interviewed 
 

































frozen food, wholesale 
business, coffee export, 
financial services. Latest 
business – rehabilitation. 
153 1960 8 2013 
Miles 1st 2ab  2cd 4 
Julio 2nd 2ab 3cde 5 
Antonio 2nd 2ab 3cde 5 
            
Farmers 
 Large agricultural export 
(grains, non-traditional 
produce), real estate, 
livestock, agricultural 
machinery, soy mills, oil 
extraction. Latest 
business - agro-tourism. 
311 1900 7 2014 
Enrique Sr. 2nd 2ab 2cd 4 
Enrique Jr.  3rd 2ab 3cde 5 
Luis 3rd 2ab 2de 4 
            
Landowners  
Hardware, gas stations, 
car replacement parts, 
heavy goods, 




business - residential 
construction. 
190 1970 8 2016 
Fernando 1st 2ab 2cd 4 
Roberto 2nd 2ab 3cde 5 
Miguel  2nd 2ab 2de 4 
Nancy 2nd 2ab 2cd 4 





estate, food retail, 
express packaging, 
construction. Latest 
business - cattle farming. 
256 1960 7 2012 
Alberto Jr. 2nd 2ab 3cde 5 
Pedro 2nd 2ab 2cd 4 
Gerardo 2nd 2ab 2de 4 
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Table 2. Sources and objects in metaphors by families in business (based on Dodd, 2002) 
 






starts with a 
blank sheet of 
paper and 
‘dots’ without 
a clear picture. 




between ‘dots’   

















clearer as ‘dots’ 
are connected 
and the content 
is discussed and 
agreed. 
Metaphor associates dot-to-dot 
drawings with understanding 
opportunities. The entrepreneurial 
process is highly interconnected. Dots 
represent resources, information, and 
people that can be linked through 
knowledge and information. A clearer 
drawing, representing a constructed 
opportunity, will emerge and expand 
as dots are visualised and connected. 
Farmers Sowing and 










Every ‘field’   
needs resources, 
hard work, and 
persistence, yet 
with limited 
control of the final 
outcome. 
Overcoming 
setbacks can be 
achieved with 
the support of 
















that can be 
engaged time 
and time again 
(nature of 
agriculture). 
Metaphor associates the language of 
traditional farming and new crops 
with understanding opportunities. It 
relates to a natural progression where 
members plan diligently, sow and 
harvest based on schedules contingent 
on climate and weather. Opportunities 
are interpreted as engagement in a 
natural cycle.  








Every ‘game’ has 
rules that need to 
be understood first, 
several people are 
involved with 
resources at hand. 
The outcome of 
the game is 
uncertain every 
time it is 
played, risks 
and rewards are 
involved. 






The more the 
game is played, 






Metaphor associates playing a game 
with understanding opportunities. 
Knowing the rules (contextual 
aspects), resources and time, allow 
family members to engage in the 
game as they play, making decisions 
as the process unfolds about resources 
supported by others. 











may be planned in 
advance, with a 
defined starting 










When lost on 





others can help 





setbacks in the 
journey can 
lead to great 
destinations. 
Metaphor associates understanding 
opportunities as a journey, with 
haphazard and emergent processes. 
Opportunities embody shared 
understanding of an accompanied 





Table 3. Understanding opportunities through metaphors (guided by Konopaski et al. 2015) 
 






Julio: …after my mom passed away ‘connecting dots’ 
had a strong meaning for us …  I’d need to know a bit 
about every ‘dot’ in the map where I can distribute 
[products] … what is the profile of customers who live 
there? What prices can I charge? How am I going to get 
products there at the minimum costs? …That is a simple 
way of doing things but it works for us regardless of 
whether we studied medicine, law, or anything else. 
(Distributors, June 2009) 
Succeeding generation relates 
earlier experiences of ‘connecting 
dots’ to constructing opportunities. 
Emotional links to deceased parent 
guidance increased its appreciation. 
Early shared experiences 
influenced the 
(re)interpretation of 
previous and new 
opportunities after 
critical events.  
Communication from 





remain imprinted after 











Alberto Jr: …My Dad made sure we all had that 
experience [being on the road] and even though we all 
studied different things, we all relate to it. It is stuck in 
our memories forever. So now we do the same with our 
children, we still have the original business [passenger 
transport] and of course modern fleets but the thinking 
remains the same. They [new generations] also have to 
go and experience that [being on the road]. It is a way to 
honour our Dad’s legacy. (Transporters, May 2007) 
Succeeding generation articulates 
that ‘being on the road’ is shaped 
by early experiences. Social 
situations like in being in a bus with 
family members can shape a 
metaphorical approach in future 
generations. Early communication 
from deceased parent increased 
shared understanding.   
Early interaction 
influences a shared 
metaphorical approach 
among diverse members. 
Metaphor used to 
interpret opportunities 
can be shaped by early 
interactions, critical 
events (sudden death), 
and family social 
situations. 
 
Enrique Jr: …We [junior generation] all had to sow a 
crop or plant a tree, look after it, check the best way to 
make it grow, harvest it, and sell it. So when my Dad 
talked to us about starting a new business being like 
planting a new crop, then I can see it in my mind easier 
than if he said something else.... My brothers will tell 
you the same thing. (Farmers, August 2014) 
Succeeding generation highlights 
connection to early interactions and 
experience to agricultural language 
and ‘sowing and harvesting’ to 
interpret opportunities. 
Early shared experiences 
lead to shared 
understanding and 
communication about a 
metaphor based on the 
physical world. 
Metaphors may only be 
interpreted by those 
who have engaged 
early and continuously 
in business activities. 
 
Gerardo:… for us, it was as simple as recalling ‘being on 
the road’, every bit was connected: from the people that 
could drive the transport vehicle, knowing the best routes 
that can get you from here to there, to knowing how 
much weight the vehicle can carry ... because we had 
used it [‘being on the road’ metaphor] before when 
looking at the fast food opportunity with Dad, it made 
sense again. (Transporters, August 2014) 
Succeeding generations compare 
new opportunities outside existing 
sectors to meanings communicated 
repeatedly through the ‘being on 
the road’ metaphor.   
Continuous family 
communication allows 
shared views about the 
connection of a metaphor 
to interpreting new 
opportunities. 
Shared views of the 
meaning of a metaphor 
allows comparing 













Fernando: …I think because they [junior generation] see 
starting a firm as playing our game [monopoly], then it is 
easier to make sense of it for the future…when the home 
appliances business was first being discussed, they were 
able to highlight what location would be best based on 
the properties we owned, what were the problems along 
the way, and of course suggesting how they could also 
invest together if a particular location was chosen... I 
imagine they would do that again when a new business 
idea comes about. (Landowners, June 2009) 
Incumbent generation articulates 
the way in which offspring use the 
‘playing a game’ metaphor, 
specifying how a metaphor allows 
interpreting opportunities. 
Repeated communication 
about the meaning of a 
metaphor and its 
meaning when creating 
new opportunities. 
Interpreting 
opportunities based on 
collective comparisons 
through a shared 
metaphor. 
 
Enrique Sr: ...so now I have grandchildren, most of them 
want to be involved in the farm and tell me about their 
ideas... they need to learn more about our stories and be 
involved in the fields… their parents know that they have 
to use the same examples [metaphor] I did, even if they 
have new firms, it will bind them together, the same way 
my father did with me... (Farmers, January 2016) 
Good intra-family relationships 
support continued communication 
about the ‘sowing and harvesting’ 
metaphor for new generations. 
Family bonds lead to 
engagement with 
younger generations to 
communicate and pass 









Julio: ...I still keep some of those [dot-to-dot] drawings 
to remind me about what mom taught me about how to 
start a firm... we just recently started a new rehabilitation 
clinic project as my brother was studying medicine when 
mom died. It was easy for us to sit down, even after all 
that time that we had not really talked about the project 
and start ‘connecting dots’… it was a time for us to 
remember our mom and also realise how important 
making sense of it [connecting dots] is for us. 
(Distributors, August 2014) 
Articulating the ways by which 
‘connecting dots’ unites family 
members after the death of a 
business founder. 
Shared views about 
metaphors allow 
reinforcing the social 
unit in business. 
Communicating 
metaphor and its 
emotional link is 
appreciated by selected 







Gerardo: We all have different memories of Dad, but we 
all share one thing, we ‘were on the road’ with him, that 
is what binds us since we were kids. We were all 
interested in different stuff, but the way we learned about 
doing business based on that [metaphor] allowed us to 
create new ones even if they have nothing to do with 
transportation.... we know what that [being on the road] 
means for us and few people will understand it. I can tell 
you about it but that connection is missing if you have 
not done it with us. (Transporters, January 2016) 
Articulating the way that ‘being on 
the road’ bonds members through 
shared experiences and excludes 
others of the meanings embedded.   
Relevance of 
communication of a 
metaphor by family 
members to strengthen 
bonds and create a social 
unit. 
Shared views around a 
metaphor include 
unique understanding 




Enrique Jr: …it is ‘sowing and harvesting’ for us... it 
does not matter if I studied marketing and my brother 
engineering, we can all relate back to it... we know what 
it means… it is different with our cousins, who live in 
the city and their parents have no farm, they come to visit 
us during their vacations for a few weeks... I do not think 
they will ever get it. (Farmers, June 2009) 
Articulating how meanings 
embedded in ‘sowing and 
harvesting’ around opportunities 
can only be understood by those 
sharing experiences in business. 
Communicating 
metaphors in particular 
settings allows 
reinforcing a shared 
identity. 
Metaphors may only be 
interpreted by those 
who continue to be 
involved in business 
activities as family 
over time. 
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